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Bounty by Chance


 


Jeremiah Hackett is a young man searching for a future. On his quest, he teams up with huckster George Finimin, a tonic salesman. When Finimin is murdered, Jeremiah dedicates himself to finding the killer.


But things do not prove straightforward for Jeremiah, and he needs to mature and learn some harsh lessons before he can finally achieve his aim.
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Chapter 1


 


Southeastern Arkansas, 1878


 


Darkness surrounded the small campfire where middle-aged George Finimin and his much younger assistant, Jeremiah Hackett sat while having their after-supper cup of coffee. George and Jeremiah were roving tonic salesmen. For the past three years, the pair had traveled around selling products at any opportunity. In the fall, with no defined route, they would travel as far north as Independence and St Joseph then work the smaller towns eastward to St Louis where Finimin would replenish his inventory from jobber warehouses. Finimin and Jeremiah would spend a week at the Grand Hotel before migrating south to beat the cold winters.


They worked well together and considered themselves friends.


George and Jeremiah, with no particular route in mind, had traveled deep into the South, hawking various potions. One evening, near a small town in the southern part of Arkansas, an incident occurred that forever changed each of the peddlers in a different way. The men were camped on the banks of the Ouachita River near the small town of Arkadelphia.


The glow of the campfire provided the only immediate light to the area as cloud cover hid the moon. The two were strangers to this part of the country and did not intend on a lengthy stay. They had canvassed the surrounding farms for two days, making a few small sales, and were making plans on striking out for new territory at first light; perhaps back to a more familiar area.


 


A hushed silence came upon the camp, when four men stepped out of the darkness to surround the two men seated before the flickering campfire. George Finimin, dressed in broadcloth, stood to address the visitors. One of the intruders, the apparent leader of the group held a shotgun across his middle in a menacing manner. Two of the intruders were large in body and young, eighteen or so. They wore scruffy-looking work clothes, brogan lace-up work boots and grease-stained floppy-brimmed hats. Each had an old cap and ball Walker Colt six-gun stuck in a holster belted at the waist and held sour expressions on sun scared faces, standing there with balled fists at their sides. The other two men were older. Emil Croft, the father of the younger men, held a twelve-gauge shotgun pointed menacingly toward Finimin. Harold Menning, Croft’s brother-in-law, stood nearby, hands at his side and appeared unarmed. Finimin set aside the coffee cup in his hand and stood to face the shotgun-wielding man, who was red in the face and appeared highly agitated.


Finimin, concerned of the intrusion, perhaps frightened, recognized Croft from the visit he and Jeremiah had made to the Menning farm the day before. ‘Gentlemen, we have plenty of coffee in our humble little camp,’ Finimin offered.


When he received no reply, George then asked, ‘Can I be of assistance to you in some way?’


The shotgun-wielding man, Emil Croft, spat to his side then said, ‘Yesterday you sold me a bottle of some miracle mixture; some cure you claimed would ease my wife’s pain and make her feel better. Later on, I noticed that she had drank the damn stuff and it killed her! She went to sleep, bless her soul, and never woke up. We are here to ask a few questions and exact some retribution.’


George had given the bed-ridden, almost comatose woman a spoonful of Laudanum (a solution of opium and alcohol) to ease her pains. He left a half-pint bottle with her. One spoonful every six hours were the directions for dosage printed on the label. Apparently, in a delirium, the woman woke up and drank the entire contents of the bottle! The deceased in question would most likely have succumbed to the prolonged effects of a mysterious fever anyway, but such a large dose of the powerful narcotic was too much for the woman’s troubled system, resulting in her expiration.


George, flabbergasted by the news, nevertheless sought to defuse the confrontation. He held his hand out, palm down, in a calming manner.


‘I am truly sorry to hear of the loss of your loved one, sir. Only the Lord knows when our time is due. I can assure you that in no way the bottled goods I sold would give cause for calamity. The ingredients are quite safe when taken as directed and, if you will remember, I was quite specific about that.’


The man holding the shotgun remained silent. George turned to Harold Menning, in hope that the quiet and subdued man would intervene. ‘What I sold to your friend was Laudanum, a mixture that is recommended and used by almost all doctors as a pain reliever,’ he pleaded.


Menning did not reply.


‘Show me proof of your medical credentials, mister!’ the distraught husband of the deceased woman demanded.


George held out his hand. ‘Please, sir, hear me out, I am not a licensed doctor,’ he pleaded.


Croft shook his head from side to side when George continued, ‘Your poor wife was too far gone for those in the medical field to save her, but I can assure you....’


‘The only thing you are assured of, mister, is a place in hell,’ Croft cut in. ‘Why, you’re nothing but a poison seller. Just as bad as a thief in the night, and hoping to be gone with the money you extracted before you have to answer for your foul deeds. Well, no more,’ he scowled.


Finimin held his hands, palms out, at chest level in an attempt to calm and further explain. Croft, unsatisfied with Finimin’s answers made a motion with the barrel of the weapon, which was apparently a signal to his youngest son who had been standing in the darkness outside the campfire’s glow. Finimin continued his attempts to reason with the irate man holding the shotgun when the younger man stepped forward and swung a vicious blow to Finimin’s head.


The brutal hit knocked Finimin to the ground and ended any further pleas of reason. The attacker followed up by standing over his target to rain fist after fist to the stunned man’s face, which rendered the downed Finimin to unconsciousness. The other young intruder attacked the still-seated Jeremiah in a like manner. Jeremiah, stunned by the blows, tried to roll away and attempted to put his hands out in an effort to fend off the slashing fists that kept raining down on his face. After one well-placed vicious blow to the head that made bright lights flash before Jeremiah’s eyes, his hands fell to his side as darkness took over. The aggressor must have figured that Jeremiah was done for because the attack stopped. Jeremiah, helpless to do anything but lie still, appeared to be out but he was conscious enough to hear what was going on around him.


‘That’s enough, Judson,’ Croft said to the brutal young man to get him to stop pounding on Finimin. The attacker swung one more clubbing blow to the downed man then backed away with his fists still balled.


Emil Croft, his face flushed with rage, stepped to stand over George, who was lying on his back unconscious. ‘You lying son-of-a-bitch, you will bring no more misery to anyone ever again.’ As if following a script, he pointed the muzzle of the gun to the inert George’s middle and pulled the trigger, causing George’s body to bounce from the impact. The twelve-gauge blast echoed in the still night, and the rotten egg odor of burned black powder hung in a cloud. George’s body twitched in reaction from the elimination of his stomach, spleen and kidneys, but there was no longer life left in the man. The man holding the shotgun glared evilly at the body of the man he had just killed, while cordite and smoke from the fired shell rose in the air.


Jeremiah heard one of the older men say, ‘Judson, go help Clarence take care of the carriage while we finish up here.’


The next thing Jeremiah heard was a loud crash and bottles breaking as the two young thugs turned the carriage over on its side. Unable to move his arms and with his brain still foggy from the beating, Jeremiah managed to open his eyes to a slit. From his position on the ground, he was facing toward the carriage. He watched as the two young men ransacked the its contents.


Then both men left the trashing of the carriage and rushed to stand over George’s lifeless body. They each pulled their Walker Colts from their middle and fired a useless round into the dead man. The shooters would have most likely disposed of Jeremiah as well if not for the intervention of Harold Menning. Croft had turned his weapon to point toward Jeremiah, who lay a few feet away while the younger men, with six-guns in hand, waited for their father’s lead. But Harold Menning quickly stepped forward to put a hand to Emil Croft’s shoulder. Croft shook Menning’s hand away, but his brother-in-law was insistent, stepping between the irate man and Jeremiah.


‘Emil, that’s enough, “an eye for an eye” so says the book. There is no need to damn your soul by bringing harm to another. He’s just a kid. You have avenged Maggie’s death by smiting the killer. We should allow this one to go back and spread the word, to his kind, to stop their blasphemy for money,’ he instructed.


Clarence Croft stepped forward with his six-gun in hand, ‘I say we kill him too! He’s just as guilty as the other one.’


Menning held up a hand. ‘No, no, Clarence,’ he pleaded. ‘That boy merely sat in the carriage the whole time the other one was in the house.’ He turned to face Emil and said emphatically, ‘No, Emil.’


After a few moments of silence, Croft nodded then said, ‘So be it.’ Clarence was not happy with his father’s decision and exhibited it by slamming his six-gun into his homemade holster. He and the others then turned silently and walked away, apparently feeling their actions were justified.


Jeremiah, hurting from the beating, was only semi-conscious, his eyes almost swollen shut. He was horrified at having witnessed the cold-blooded murder of George Finimin.









Chapter 2


 


Three years earlier, in a different State further north, George Finimin and Jeremiah Hackett had come to know one another by chance. At that time, if anyone were to describe Jeremiah, most would take a quick look at the seventeen-year-old and say he was just a tall gangling kid. Jeremiah was that for sure. His five feet ten-height and one hundred forty-pounds weight gave the appearance of a harsh if not sickly appearance. He had a hawkish face and piercing ice blue eyes accented by a mop of collar length blonde hair. His clothing, though clean, consisted of faded patched jeans, a homespun shirt, run-down brogan shoes and a floppy hat that appeared to have been salvaged from someone’s throw away.


Jeremiah was born and raised in the southeast corner of Arkansas. The rich loamy soil produced some of the largest watermelons in the south; the money received for the green-skinned melons, known for their sweetness, was a bonus to his family when sold. His impoverished parents sharecropped a small farm, planting crops of cotton and or black-eyed peas to satisfy the landowner’s requirement as rent for the place. The landowner let them keep any moneys made from the sale of the melons.


At age ten, when both of Jeremiah’s parents succumbed to a fever, the authorities delivered him to nearby relatives to finish his rearing. He had learned quickly that there were those, namely his uncle Charles, who would work him daylight to dark for nothing more than food as payment.


Uncle Charles resented being stuck raising his sister’s offspring. For the first couple of years, Charles merely tolerated Jeremiah, paying little attention to the lad, and leaving his care and raising to his wife Matilda. Things began to change when Jeremiah turned twelve. Each morning at the breakfast table, Uncle Charles would assign jobs to Jeremiah. After supper, Charles would demand an accounting of what Jeremiah had accomplished that day. If Charles did not think the jobs given Jeremiah were to his satisfaction, he would say so and would not hesitate to give the youth a few swipes with a leather belt to ensure that Jeremiah understood. Although Aunt Matilda at times would intervene, Uncle Charles’s wrath toward Jeremiah grew more aggressive for what seemed like the slightest provocation. By the time Jeremiah turned fifteen, Uncle Charles no longer picked up the belt. The man switched to using his fists to punish. Jeremiah tried his best to do exactly as told but it seemed that no matter what, he could not satisfy his Uncle’s demands. One Saturday, when Charles and Matilda were away in town, a skinny stray dog, with his ribs showing, came into the yard. Jeremiah felt sorry for the animal and gave the starved animal some leftovers from last night’s supper.


When Aunt Matilda and Uncle Charles came home and saw the dog lying nearby, Charles frowned in fury, ‘Why the hell did you feed that worthless cur our good food, Jeremiah? For that, you get no supper tonight, but first I’m going to have to teach you another lesson.’


He quick-stepped to face Jeremiah, and then swung a fist to the side of his head. Two additional hard punches to the jaw put Jeremiah out. Later, he awoke to find Aunt Matilda swabbing his face with a cool wet cloth.


‘It’s OK, Jeremiah, he’ll get over it,’ she cooed.


As he lay there in misery, it became clear to Jeremiah that it was time for him to strike out on his own.


Jeremiah left his Uncle Charles’ farm in the middle of that night, taking nothing with him but a folding pocketknife and a small bundle of food left over from the evening meal. He wandered aimlessly for a time and was welcomed at distant farms. The owners took pity on the youth, allowing him to do a little work in exchange for meals. Eventually his travels on foot took him north to Joplin, Missouri. He found out quickly that with no skills to offer he could only sustain himself by doing any chore that business owners would offer for food or payment. Most of these were the cleaning of horse stalls, shining boots, cleaning spittoons or running messages for anyone offering a nickel or dime.


 


Almost a year after he had left Uncle Charles’ farm, Jeremiah made the acquaintance of traveling huckster George Finimin, who made his living by selling bottled concoctions claiming to cure all aches, pains and illnesses. Finimin had come to town to hawk his wares and often hired a down-on-their-luck local, usually a kid or a town drunk, to handle mundane chores for pennies. Finimin could recognize a downtrodden person easy enough and took full advantage, having the hired hand care for his mule, grease the carriage axles even wash last night’s dirty dishes. He would point out various chores for Jeremiah to do, then excuse himself to concentrate on his inventory of bottled goods.


Finimin traveled around the country in a light delivery, one-horsedrawn black box carriage, which had the appearance of an undertaker’s vehicle. The carriage was the perfect vehicle for Finimin and the lightweight wares within, which he promoted and sold to anyone with the cash. He advertised his business with six-inch white letters painted on both sides of the black carriage: ‘Elixirs, Potions, Tonics.’ Those three words settled any questions of what was inside. Underneath this, in smaller, one-inch high letters, ‘Dr Finimin’s Golden Elixir’ was written in yellow paint.


When Jeremiah stepped to take a closer look at Finimin’s little mule, Chelsea, Finimin drew him into conversation, seeming to take a shine to the lanky youngster, then offered food and a little pay if Jeremiah would take care of some things that he needed done. With no other offers readily available, Jeremiah did as Finimin directed for the next three days. The two talked at night, Jeremiah disclosing his reason for wandering. When it was time for Finimin to leave, the man, perhaps with a bit of sympathy for the youth’s homeless plight, suggested that Jeremiah travel with him. He offered food and possibly some money payment later in exchange for Jeremiah taking care of the daily camp chores and caring for Chelsea, Finimin’s little hinny mare, the offspring of a stallion horse and a jenny donkey. Chelsea was smaller in stature than the larger mules produced by the mating of a male donkey and a female horse. Jeremiah agreed to Finimin’s proposal, then he and Finimin left town.


After a few days of travel, Finimin grew to like the hard-working young man, who would set to work setting up a camp as soon as the day’s travel was finished. Jeremiah would cook what was available, often snaring a rabbit to add to their larder, then clean up after each meal and give great care to Chelsea. Finimin, for whatever reason, perhaps in greed or laziness, decided to take advantage of the opportunity to push the youth to his full potential. In the camp at night, he began to instruct Jeremiah on how to mix and bottle the potions and tonics he sold. Jeremiah seemed to enjoy the mixing and could easily recite the recipes when asked later.


Finimin was impressed with Jeremiah’s energy and hunger to learn. He figured that Jeremiah would be a fine candidate to sell the various mixtures and planned to have the youth stand nearby with several bottles in hand, ready to exchange for cash, whenever he began his spiel to the crowd. With the two of them at the ready, each would be ready to coax a potential buyer into handing over his money. One day, after making some profitable sales, Finimin purposefully escorted Jeremiah to a mercantile and paid for a complete outfit of clothes for his new assistant, which was a cheap, off-the-shelf broadcloth suit, a cotton shirt, and a pair of low-heeled boots, along with a derby hat. ‘A man in our profession needs to look the part,’ Finimin explained.


 


When not selling or camping, Finimin would never pass up an out-of-the-way roadhouse or gambler’s tent. George Finimin fancied himself as a gambler; a profession he preferred, but was not very good at. He had a propensity for drinking too much rotgut whiskey when he should have been giving his undivided attention to the game. George would get drunk then make wild bets and lose whatever money he had on the table or in his pockets. Becoming a seller of not-very-well-known, supposedly medicinal, potions happened because George, who shunned physical labor, needed to eat.


It did not take Jeremiah long to note that Finimin exaggerated the curative qualities of his products in order to make a sale, but Jeremiah had to eat too. Tagging along with the huckster seemed to be the thing to do. It was even kind of fun. The man had a practiced answer for anything asked and Jeremiah soon learned that the man tailored and fabricated his answers to leave anyone asking scratching his head. Finimin continually stretched the truth about most everything – his lineage, his age, the promised curatives of the potions he hawked, and his questionable past, which included claims to have studied medicine at the University of Providence, wherever that was. Jeremiah figured George would lie to his own grandmother to make a sale.


Finimin possessed an uncommon skill as an orator and was a convincing thespian. Whenever he located a gathering of people, he would stand on the seat of his carriage to summon attention to himself and the wares he offered. He would then begin an oratory about the curative qualities inside the little bottles he held aloft for all to see.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am here only to help you out of your miseries. The price of the remedies I am offering, a mere pittance you will agree, is money spent wisely for your deserved relief,’ he would say dramatically. When he had a group of wide eyed-listeners gawking at him, he would hold up a Bible. ‘Sometimes I feel that I’ve been sent here by the Almighty to bring healing to you folks.’


That always did it, and eager hands would hold out dollar bills or coins. George Finimin could have been a preacher and would have made a good one, but he was too much of a sinner himself. After the final sale of the day, Finimin chose to spend the rest of the night gambling, whoring and drinking to excess – that is, when he had the money.


Jeremiah had learned well from George never to pass up an opportunity to extract money from the unsuspecting; dealing lowly, if the need called for it.


‘You have to be quick on your feet. Strike while the iron is still hot!’ George would announce. ‘Don’t worry about a few white lies spoken, we’ll be gone tomorrow. Do what you have to do to get the money, while you can, before the opportunity is lost.’


It did not take long for Jeremiah, no stranger to hard times, to acquire the intuitiveness to feel and know when trouble was brewing. Finimin often created an atmosphere of distrust wherever they traveled. At times Jeremiah would attempt to persuade Finimin to go easy on spending his money, usually to no avail. Jeremiah had hauled George Finimin’s whiskey-soaked carcass out of many a tent or low-class saloon, after George had gambled away what money he had in his pockets. At times, if one or more disgruntled locals began to complain about Finimin’s claims of miracle cures then Jeremiah would make sure the mule was ready to make a hasty retreat. When things got hot, Jeremiah would whisk George out of town, when both of them were on the verge of receiving a coating of tar and feathers.


If anyone pressed George for credentials for services as a medical doctor, George would reply that he was merely presenting the finest of remedies, recommended by doctors. Said doctors were, apparently, a secret for he did not provide names.


‘But you have a sign on your wagon that says you are a doctor,’ an irritated man said.


Finimin replied, ‘And that I am, a doctor of pharmaceutical mixtures recognized by leading physicians.’ He would attempt to close the discussion by saying that he could not give medical advice. However, in out of the way places he did so anyway and often erroneously.









Chapter 3


 


At first Finimin paid for all of Jeremiah’s needs, then one night in camp, six months after their joining, Jeremiah complained of not having a nickel to his name. At first Finimin thought the young man ungrateful, then, upon reflection of Jeremiah’s worth to his business, he reconsidered and figured that Jeremiah had indeed become invaluable to him. Jeremiah did most of the camp labors and he was good at collecting the money held aloft for the bottles offered. Finimin himself would not like going around without at least some change in his pocket to buy, say, a cigar. He settled the issue by offering to cut Jeremiah in to ten percent of the profits of the business after showing Jeremiah the records of the cost of the products, theirs and Chelsea’s needs and traveling expenses. The arrangement seemed to work out well. George paid Jeremiah at the end of each sales session and Jeremiah never questioned what he was paid or asked for a raise.


 During their time together, Jeremiah had learned a great deal about George Finimin. In Jeremiah’s mind, Finimin, though lazy, was not such a bad person. The man was predictable, a bit pompous and vain, trusting to no one, and had forged a way just short of stealing to make a living. He had no roots, never mentioning having any relatives or a home life, and preferred being mobile.


Strangers bought the various mixtures Finimin offered and sold as a last-ditch effort for theirs or a loved one’s pain, fully hopeful that the claimed cure-all would alleviate a chronic condition. In some too far-gone cases, only a physician or an undertaker could be of service. For that reason, some folks would purposely avoid him while others would hail him from a distance.
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